CHAPTER    III
The Tame Wild West
AT LAST, partly on medical advice, it was decided to indulge my bent.
At that time the future fortunes of Paraguay were being advertised
in England, but here my father put his foot down firmly. If I was to
seek fortune abroad it should not be under a half-civilised govern-
ment with a prospect of a revolution every six months or so. Such was
then the supposed character of the South American republics.
There was at that time a firm called Close, Benson & Company,
which had bought up land in Iowa and Minnesota, then on the con-
fines of civilisation in the United States. They advertised for agri-
cultural pupils at a premium, and they sold the pupils parcels of land
when their education was held to have been completed. In the middle
of one Indian summer in 1880 I found myself at the station of Le
Mars, Iowa, with a twenty-five-mile jolt over the prairies in a spring-
less wagon before me. The mules took their time. The prairie seemed
limitless, with nothing to remind one of mankind except the wheel-
tracks. Even then there were rings where buffalo bulls had fought
together and the horns could still be picked up. Rattlesnakes abounded
near the creeks, but one might travel for twenty miles without seeing
a human habitation. The ranch was a two-story wooden building
where we slept three in a room and did all the farm work in the
intervals of shooting, hunting and billiards.
Every pupil had his own horse. At first my job was to herd cattle
with a twenty-foot stock-whip, which generally got entangled round
my neck and threatened to hang me until I had learned to manage
it. There were old ranchers in the neighbourhood who could flick
a sixpence off the end of a stick at twenty paces, or lay open the side
of a recalcitrant bullock; but the brutes I had to herd and keep off
an unfenced patch of ripe maize had taken my measure. I had taken
Pliny's letters in my pocket, thinking that I should have a quiet time
for reading, but I had no sooner driven my herd a safe distance than
they were into the maize, and the whole comedy had to be repeated.
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